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Blakey: Military Duty in Antebellum Florida: The Experiences of John Henr

MILITARY DUTY IN ANTEBELLUM FLORIDA:
THE EXPERIENCES OF JOHN HENRY WINDER
by ARCH FREDRIC BLAKEY

wo Catholic priests escorted and partially carried a dying
Tman
to the gallows at the Old Capital Prison in Washing-

ton, D.C. The condemned man was Heinrich Hartmann Wirz.
Branded by his executioners as the “beast of Andersonville
prison,” he was hanged on November 10, 1865. He had been
found guilty of conspiring to murder Union prisoners and was
executed as a war criminal, the only such casualty of the Civil
War.1
The hanging of Wirz generated a controversy that has never
completely abated, but one thing is certain: if he deserved death,
so did his superiors. If he was guilty of crimes against humanity
for carrying out orders, his fellow conspirators who issued the
orders should have suffered the same punishment. Wirz was only
the commander of the prison stockade at Andersonville. What
of the man in charge not only of Andersonville, but of all Confederate prisons, the man who gave Wirz his orders? But that
man was dead; Brigadier General John Henry Winder, Commissary General of Prisons, died of a heart attack on February
6, 1865, while inspecting the prison compound at Florence, South
Carolina.2 As Mary Boykin Chestnut noted in her diary, “Winder
is safe from the wrath to come.“3
Arch Fredric Blakey is associate professor of history and director of the
Florida Studies Program at the University of Florida. He is writing a
biography of John Henry Winder.
1.

William B. Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons (Columbus, Ohio, 1930), 244;
Ovid L. Futch, History of Andersonville Prison (Gainesville, 1968), 120-21.
2. War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the
Union and Confederate Armies, 128 vols. (Washington, 1880-1901), ser.
II, vol. VIII, 766 (hereinafter O.R.): Charleston Daily Courier, February
11, 1865. The telegram from Colonel Henry Forno to Adjutant General
Samuel Cooper anouncing Winder’s death is in the John H. Winder
Letters, 1862-1865, Manuscript Collection, William R. Perkins Library,
Duke University, Durham, North Carolina. Winder was appointed commissary general on November 21, 1864, see O.R., ser. II, vol. VII, 1,150.
3. Mary Boykin Chestnut, A Diary from Dixie (Cambridge, Mass., 1949),
475; C. Vann Woodward, ed., Mary Chestnut’s Civil War (New Haven,
1981), 712.
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Winder’s death determined Wirz’s fate. The North demanded
retribution for the alleged murder of Union captives and Wirz
was the victim. Winder escaped the wrath, but his name was
anathematized in history. Vilified by the northern press during
the war, the vituperation against Winder continued long after
his death.4
The publication of most of the official war records proved
that Winder, Wirz, and other officials were innocent of any conspiracy to murder prisoners, but many historians and writers
persisted in portraying Winder in a biased fashion.5 Of the
latter, none had more impact than MacKinlay Kantor, whose
award-winning historical novel Andersonville (1955), concluded
that “General Winder wanted to kill as many prisoners as possible. It was as simple as that.“6 In 1957, Roy Meredith, in his
introduction to the re-issue of This Was Andersonville, by John
McElroy (1879), indicted Winder as America’s Heinrich Himmler and Andersonville as a Confederate Dachau or Auschwitz.7
Ovid Futch and Emory M. Thomas recognized that the historical
image of Winder was incomplete. Futch concluded, “Winder’s
true character was a puzzle to his contemporaries and remains
an enigma to historians.“8
This portrayal of Winder has endured because the focus has
been directed almost exclusively on his Civil War career. The
previous sixty-one years of his life have been virtually ignored,
and few realize that he was a highly respected officer in the
United States Army in 1861. Fewer still are aware that much of
his military reputation was earned in antebellum Florida. When
he arrived in Florida in 1821, he was a recently commissioned
4. The number of published attacks on Winder from 1865 to 1930 exceeded 100 books and consisted mainly of former Union prisoners’ accounts. For a list of most of these books, see Hesseltine, Civil War Prisons,
261-73.
5. James Ford Rhodes, History of the United States from the Compromise
of 1850 to the McKinley-Bryan Campaign of 1896, 7 vols. (New York,
1895), III, 602; Alfred Hoyt Bill, The Beleagured City: Richmond, 18611865 (New York, 1946), 96-97; Francis T. Miller, ed., The Photographic
History of the Civil War, 10 vols. (New York, 1912), VII, 172-78.
6. MacKinlay Kantor, Andersonville (New York, 1955), 328.
7. John McElroy, This Was Andersonville, ed. Roy Meredith (New York,
1957), xv-xvii, xxiii.
8. Futch, Andersonville Prison, 119; Emory M. Thomas, The Confederate
State of Richmond: A Biography of the Capital (Austin, 1971), 61, 81-84,
105-06.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol63/iss2/4

2

Blakey: Military Duty in Antebellum Florida: The Experiences of John Henr
154

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL QUARTERLY

second lieutenant; when he left after his seventh tour of duty in
1860, Winder was a brevet lieutenant-colonel and a seasoned
professional.
Winder was born February 21, 1800, and grew up in Baltimore, the eldest son of one of the most respected attorneys in
America. The War of 1812 dramatically altered the social position of the Winder family, however.9 His father, General William
Henry Winder, was in command at the battle of Bladensburg in
August 1814. The British routed his forces, burned the public
buildings of Washington, and inescapably linked the Winder
name to this national humiliation.10
Young Winder was a plebe at West Point when the battle
took place. Vowing to restore his family name to one of respectability, he was graduated from the Academy in 1820 and
was commissioned second lieutenant.11 He knew that combat was
the only way to acquire a distinguished military reputation and
believed that war with the Seminoles was a distinct possibility.
He transferred to the Third Artillery on August 16, 1821, and
was ordered to Fort St. Marks on the gulf coast in the newlyacquired territory of Florida.12
Winder’s first tour of Florida was brief and disappointing.
War with the Seminoles did not occur, and garrison duty at St.
Marks was uncomfortable. However, Winder found the area
around Tallahassee about twenty miles northeast of the fort,
9.

For details of the Winder family, see R. W. Johnson, Winders of America
(Philadelphia, 1902); Philip D. Laird, “Some Records of the Winder
Family of Maryland, Written by Rider Henry Winder of Cambridge,
Md., for Philip D. Laird in the year 1864 or 1865,” published by the
Maryland Original Research Society as Bulletin Number Three, May
1913; Frederick A. Winder, “Pedigree of the Winder Family of Maryland, and other States in America,” September 1894, at the Museum and
Library of Maryland History, Baltimore: and W. H. Polk, Polk Family
and Kinsmen (Louisville, 1912).
10. Benson J. Lossing, The Pictorial Field Book of the War of 1812 (New
York, 1869), 925-26; John Mahon, The War of 1812 (Gainesville, 1972).
298. Winder was not a military man and had been appointed for political reasons.
11. For Winder’s years at West Point, see Record Group 94, Adjutant General’s Office, United States Military Academy Semi-Annual Muster Roll
of Cadets, 1816-1828, Entry 226, National Archives, Washington; ibid.,
Mscl. Rolls, 1818-1828, Entry 227; ibid., Box 129, Class Rolls of the
Cadets of the Military Academy, Entry 230; George W. Cullum, Biographical Register of the Officers and Graduates of the United States
Military Academy, 2 vols. (New York, 1891), I, 252.
12. Baltimore American and Commercial Advertiser, August 20, 1821.
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much to his liking. Three years later, when Tallahassee became
the territorial capital, Winder told a newspaper reporter that it
was an excellent choice. He remarked that the hills in and
around the site reminded him of the countryside about his native
Baltimore.13
While on leave in 1822, Winder met and fell in love with
Elizabeth Shepherd of Washington, Georgia, but there was a
major obstacle to their marriage. Andrew Shepherd did not want
his daughter subjected to the harsh, barren life that an army wife
would encounter in remote posts like St. Marks. In addition,
Shepherd was in poor health and found the management of his
plantation increasingly difficult. The solution was to turn the
young soldier into a planter. Winder resigned his commission on
January 19, 1823, and married Elizabeth the following month,
February 12.14
Winder’s decision to become a civilian proved to be a mistake.
Winder and Elizabeth had a son, William Andrew, early in 1824,
and in May of that year, his father died unexpectedly and left
his family of five destitute .15 Winder was unable to aid his family,
and his mother was forced to turn her home into a boarding
house.16 In the meantime, Shepherd’s health had deteriorated,
and Winder was unable to manage the plantation alone.17 Then
13. Baltimore Maryland Gazette and Political Intelligencer, June 17, 1824.
quoting the Baltimore Federal Gazette.
14. Augusta Chronicle, February 18, 1823; “First Marriage Book, 1806-34,”
249, Georgia State Archives, Atlanta, Georgia; Record Group 94, Letters
Received by the Office of the Adjutant General (Main Series) 1822-1860,
Microcopy 567, Roll 8, Item W-4, National Archives (hereinafter R.G.
94 with appropriate roll and item numbers): Cullum, Biographical
Register, I, 252, incorrectly lists August 31, 1823, as the date of resignation.
15. Baltimore Maryland Gazette and Political Intelligencer, May 26, 1824;
W. H. Winder, Jr. to Henry Dawson, March 3, 1860, Mscl. Ms. Collection, Box 199, Library of Congress, Washington. William Andrew
Winder was born in Maryland in 1824, but neither his service file in
the National Archives nor his obituary in the Portsmouth Herald,
March 9, 1903, gives the exact date. He was buried in Proprietors Cemetery, Portsmouth, New Hampshire, March 5, 1903. Gertrude Winder
had four children at home when General Winder died, ranging in age
from four to sixteen, see Winder, “Pedigree.”
16. James F. Hopkins, ed., The Papers of Henry Clay, 7 vols. (Lexington,
1963), III, 897-98.
17. Zacharia Colly was hired as overseer in 1827 and managed the plantation
until the estate was divided in 1830 after the death of Andrew
Shepherd, see Wilkes County Papers 1773-1833, Entry 1613, Reel 242-11,
18, Georgia State Archives, Atlanta, Georgia.
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in late 1826 Elizabeth died, apparently in childbirth.18
The death of his wife was the deciding factor in Winder’s
decision to resume his military career. He had failed in civilian
life and admitted it. He confessed to Adjutant Attorney General
Roger Jones, an old friend of his father’s, that “I find I am qualified to do little after being so long accustomed to a military life”
and asked to be reinstated “with such rank so as to interfere with
nobody.“19 He was commissioned second lieutenant in April
1827 and remained in uniform for the rest of his life.
Winder was ordered to Fort Johnston at Smithfield (now
Southport), North Carolina, and it was here in September 1828
that he received word that Andrew Shepherd had died.20 He
now had the responsibility of rearing his four-year-old son, who
had been living with the Shepherds, and of caring for twelve
slaves, his son’s share of the estate.21 His fortunes improved in
November 1830 when he married Caroline Cox Eagles of Wilmington, a young widow with three daughters, a rice plantation,
22
and twenty-seven slaves. Caroline and Winder had two sons,
John Cox and William Sidney Winder.23 They had a pleasant
life together at Fort Johnston, and Winder soon considered
North Carolina to be his adopted state. The outbreak of the
Second Seminole War in 1835 ended this benign sojourn, and
Winder was ordered to Florida.
First Lieutenant John Winder took command of Fort Drane,
some ten miles south of Micanopy, in November 1836. In his first
report he revealed the difficulties common to post commanders
and also his fear of an official rebuke. “It will be seen that two
squaw prisoners made their escape on the night of the 28th— in
a review of all the circumstances I cannot attach any blame to
myself. I am the only officer at the post and have only one
Sergeant for duty and am necessarily obliged to trust the guard
18. Sarah A. Duffy, “Military Administrator: The Controversial Life of
Brigadier General John Henry Winder, C.S.A.” (master’s thesis, Creighton University, 1961), 23.
19. John Henry Winder to Roger Jones, February 22, 1827, R.G. 94, Roll 31,
Items W-12, W-26.
20. Augusta Chronicle, September 5, 1828. Shepherd died August 31, 1828.
21. Wilkes County Papers, Entry 1613, Reel 242-11, 18.
22. The marriage occurred November 10, 1830, Cape Fear Recorder, November 17, 1830. Joseph Eagles’s will is recorded in Book C, 97, New
Hanover County Wills, North Carolina State Archives, Raleigh.
23. Duffy, “Military Administrator,” 27.
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to a corporal though in this instance I think the blame rests with
the sentinels. I myself had that night visited the guard and the
tent of the squaws three times and found them present at the last
inspection. I did not lay down until after midnight sometime.
Being then fatigued from the labors of the day and from being
obliged to be up more or less every night I thought I might trust
the sentinels— but it seems I was mistaken— they escaped . . . [and]
I am almost disposed to think they had some help.“24
Winder relinquished command at Fort Drane in January
1837, but his new post brought even more vexatious problems.
He was stationed at Fort Heileman on Black Creek (presentday Middleburg), and placed in charge of the principal depot of
the Army of the South. In addition to his duties as commissary
officer and post treasurer, he had to muster volunteers in and out
of the service. Both positions required frequent trips to Jacksonville and St. Augustine and both created unexpected difficulties.25
Army rations were supposed to be supplemented with fresh
beef where possible, but Winder soon discovered that the Florida
cracker had an inflated opinion of the value of his cattle. It was
also difficult to determine which animals had actually been paid
for before being slaughtered, and Winder soon received an education on this point.
In July 1837, John Wiggins and Robert Rollins swore “that
the cow killed by Lieutenant Winder was the lawful property of
Nathaniel Jones” and demanded $12.50 in compensation. Winder
paid it, but found it difficult to justify this expenditure when his
account was audited two years later. To prevent future claims of
this nature, Winder hired Benjamin Frisbee, a local farmer and
rancher, as his assistant at $50.00 per month. This amount was in
excess of that permitted by army regulations and would also be
an issue in the later audit.26
As a junior officer, Winder received compensation for the cost
of a servant but not for the travel expenses of the servant as
24. Winder to Jones, November 30, 1836, R.G. 94, Roll 134, Item W-343.
25. Ibid., May 2, June 2, June 8, November 29, 1837, Roll 154, Items W-169,
W-207, W-216; Roll 155, Item W-399.
26. John Henry Winder Papers, SHC M-915, Southern Historical Collection,
Louis Round Wilson Library, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill.
Although only forty-one in number, this is the largest single collection
of Winder’s correspondence. For a history of this region of Florida, see
Arch Fredric Blakey, Parade of Memories: A History of Clay County,
Florida (Green Cove Springs, 1976), 39-48.
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senior officers did. Frequent trips by the officers at this post were
necessary, and their servant’s expenses became a major problem.
Winder and six other officers at Fort Heileman submitted a
grievance to the adjutant general and asked that they too be entitled to extra pay, but they were not successful.27
As the population around Fort Heileman increased in 1836
and 1837 due to the Indian danger, a serious epidemic broke out.
Many sickened, some died, and there was a continual flow of men
invalided out of the service . 28 In August 1837, Winder was detached to take a boatload of fever victims to Washington and was
also granted a short leave.
Soon after his arrival at his home in Smithville, he too fell ill
with the fever, probably malaria. He reported he would leave
when he could, but “the paroxissims [ sic ] increase as yet” and he
was bedridden for over a month. He attempted to proceed to his
post in October, but a second attack of the fever delayed his return to Florida until late November 1837.29 His second tour of
Florida ended in May 1838, and he did not return until after
Florida became a state in 1845. However, he was reminded of his
Florida experiences when his account as assistant commissary was
audited in 1839. He was informed on November 1 that the government refused to honor $32.65 of the $4,355.34 disbursed during his tenure. Winder protested the finding and appealed to
Quartermaster General Thomas Jesup for help. Pointing out
that Jesup knew from first-hand experience the conditions under
which he had labored in Florida and the amounts he had been
obliged to pay assistants, Winder asked that the $32.65 expenditures be accepted. 30 Jesup was sympathetic and supported
Winder, but the auditor’s report stood and Winder was forced to
pay. Among the expenses disallowed was the payment of Nathaniel Jones’s cow.31
Winder’s second tour of Florida, like his initial experience,
was not very satisfying. He was not engaged in any battles or
27.
28.
29.

Winder to Jones, June 24, 1838, R.G. 94, Roll 178, Item W-44.
Blakey, Parade of Memories, 41-46.
Winder to Jones, August 14, September 11, October 8, November 29,
1837, R.G. 94, Roll 155, Items W-281, W-311, W-338, W-399.
30. Winder to Thomas Jesup, November 1, 1839, Winder Papers, SHC M-915.
31. Account of the Third Auditor, Account no. 7235, 1-18, National Archives
and Records Service, Judicial and Fiscal Branch, Civil Archives Division,
Washington.’
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skirmishes and thus had no opportunity of attaining promotion
through combat. However, he had performed all of his duties
with dispatch and efficiency. He had been in command of Forts
Drane, Crane, and Harlee, and at Fort Heileman he had demonstrated an ability to cooperate with both civilians and militia
units. More importantly, he had impressed senior officers in the
field and his reports were well regarded by the adjutant general.32
The small error uncovered by the audit was insignificant in
comparison to the experience gained under adverse conditions.
Winder was promoted to captain in 1842, and ordered to take
command of Fort Sullivan in Eastport, Maine. His command consisted of Company G, First Artillery, and this unit remained his
until he resigned in 1861. 33 In 1845 Winder received orders to
take his company to Fort Brooke at Tampa, Florida. Troubles
with the remaining Seminoles had flared, and rumors of a resumption of the war caused the army to send reinforcements to the
area. Winder arrived with his company on November 2 and assumed command. A friend and fellow officer, Captain John
Sprague, left immediately for Charlotte Harbor to council with
the Indians, and Winder began his own investigation of the intentions of the Seminoles.34
He soon deduced that the native whites, not the Indians, were
at the root of the problem and that Indian Agent Thomas P.
Kennedy was the ringleader. Winder reported to the adjutant
general on December 20 that the rumors of another war were
totally without foundation. “The Indians are and have been
disposed to remain quiet and peaceful.” He blamed Kennedy
32.

In addition to favorable evaluations written by Thomas Jesup, Colonel
David E. Twiggs, and Lieutenant Colonel Ira B. Crane, among others,
Winder was also commended by several civilians. Chief Justice Roger B.
Taney and J. M. Stewart, a close friend of Secretary of War Joel R.
Poinsett, both urged in 1838 that Winder be promoted. See Roger B.
Taney to Joel R. Poinsett, July 3, 1838, and J. M. Stewart to Poinsett,
July 6, 1838, R.G. 94, Roll 178, Item W-116.
33. Record Group 94, Registers of Letters Received by the Office of the
Adjutant General, Main Series, 1812-1889, microcopy 711, National
Archives (hereinafter R.G. 94, Register of Letters). This is a guide to
the main collection and contains a brief summary of letters received.
For Winder’s promotion to captain, see Roll 15, Item 208. For a history
of Company G, see William L. Haskin, The History of the First Regiment of Artillery from its Organization in 1821 to January 1, 1876
(Portland, Maine, 1879).
34. Winder to Jones, November 3, 24, 1845, R.G. 94, Roll 307, Items W-481,
W-528.
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for submitting “an absurd and baseless report” about Indian
depredations and concluded his report as follows: “I have sent
a message to the chiefs, by the Indians who come here to trade,
not to listen to anything calculated to give them uneasiness . . .
[and] should any of the whites molest them in their territory not
to take action themselves but to apply at this post for protection.
The force at this post is more than sufficient for any and every
purpose short of actual hostilities”35
Adjutant General Jones endorsed this report and forwarded
it to the secretary of war with this comment: “This is quite
satisfactory. Capt. Winder is a discrete officer of good judgment
and what he says about the Indians is just what we all supposed
to be the real state of the case, notwithstanding other vicious,
onerous reports.“36
On January 26, 1846, Winder noted that his standing orders
were to kill any hogs encroaching on the post “and now Kennedy
has had a soldier arrested on a warrant for killing a hog which
was depracating [ sic ] on the public property.” He concluded that
there appeared to be an understanding “among certain persons
here, that they will defy the orders of the Post and let their hogs
run at large, and if killed, to prosecute and annoy as much as
possible.” One answer was to build a fence capable of turning
hogs, which would cost about $1,000, but a better response would
be to authorize him “to kick out Thomas P. Kennedy, M. C.
Brown, J. T. Magbee, and such others as from time to time may
be found troublesome” and to close the Fort Brooke trading post.
After Captain Sprague reported that a trading post was in full
operation at Charlotte Harbor, Winder received permission to
close the Fort Brooke operation and to remove Kennedy and
company from the payroll.37
Orders arrived in February 1846 directing Winder to proceed
to Pensacola and take command of Fort Pickins. Company G was
far below strength at the time. Transfers and expiration of enlistments had occurred during the winter of 1845-1846, and
Winder could muster only forty-one men, including officers. Part
of the company was on detached duty, and he had just twenty35. Ibid., December 20, 1845, Item W-534.
36. Ibid., Jones to William L. Marcy, January 6, 1846.
37. Ibid., Winder to Jones, January 1, 20, 26, 1846, Roll 329, Items W-II,
W-33, W-44.
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nine men at Pensacola with which to complete the armament of
Port Pickins. He repeatedly asked for replacements but was informed that this was impossible at present.38 The war with
Mexico began in May 1846. Mustering in volunteer units for
that conflict took priority, and Winder’s company remained a
skeleton unit.
A number of regular army units were already with General
Zachary Taylor in Mexico when war was declared, and reinforcements were immediately dispatched to him, but Company G was
not included. Winder became increasingly anxious to finish the
work at Fort Pickins, get his company up to strength, and sail for
Mexico. He reported in September that over one-third of his men
were ill and that he had been forced to hire a civilian to lacquer
some of the ordnance to protect it from the salt air.39 He found
that his convalescents were not able to perform even light duty,
and “I almost despair of seeing them well this winter.” At the
end of August he had only thirteen men present for duty.40
Winder received the news in January 1847 that he would
finally be allowed to go to Mexico. His orders directed him to
proceed to Tampico, then under siege and soon to become the
headquarters for Winfield Scott’s advance to Mexico City.
Taylor’s offensive in northern Mexico was relegated to a secondary role; the major thrust would be directed by Scott.
During the latter part of January and the first days of February, Winder made every effort to get his company ready for
action. Transport was secured, supplies were loaded as rapidly
as possible, and drill was intensified. As busy as he was, he still
found time to purchase a United States flag and vowed this
would be the first flag to fly over the capital of Mexico.41
Before the month was out, Winder may have concluded that
he was not destined even to reach Tampico, much less raise his
flag over Mexico City. On February 12, 1847, he reported from
the Chandeleur Islands that Company G on board the schooner
Elizabeth had “sailed on the morning of the 11th and went ashore
at 12 o’clock same night on this island and is totally wrecked; with

38.
39.
40.
41.

Ibid., January 20, June 20, 1846, Items W-33, W-292.
Ibid., September 19, 1846, Roll 330, Item W-324.
Ibid., December 1, 1846, Item W-614.
Haskins, First Artillery, 333.
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much difficulty we saved the troops and guns.“42 A fishing boat
effected their rescue, and the company reached New Orleans on
February 13. They had been able to salvage their guns, but much
necessary material had been lost, and it took time to refit the
unit.43 On April 11, Winder and twenty-eight men landed at
Vera Cruz.44
Winder filled out his company with recruits, drilling them
intensely. His company was engaged in all of the major battles,
and he was able to recommend several of his men for certificates
of merit. He was himself cited twice for bravery, finishing the war
as brevet lieutenant-colonel.45 Winder also placed the first American flag over the Mexican capital and served as lieutenant governor of Vera Cruz until the American occupation ended in
1848.46 Winder’s company sailed for New York on August 1, the
last unit to leave Mexico.47
When Winder rejoined his family at Smithfield in January
1849, he decided to sell his North Carolina holdings. The plantation, improvements, and fifty-three slaves brought $37,396.94.48
Winder never owned another slave, but he had no moral scruples
against the existence of the institution. His decision to sell was
mandated by personal convenience and economic opportunity.
He felt he would not be posted at Fort Johnston again, and
attending to plantation affairs from afield was difficult. His three
sons had embarked on their own careers: William was in the
49
army, John was an engineer, and Sidney was studying law.
42. Winder to Jones, February 12, 1847, R.G. 94, Roll 364, Item W-313.
43. Ibid., February 16, 1847.
44. Robert Anderson, An Artilley Officer in the Mexican War (New York,
1911), 71.
45. Cullum, Biographical Register, I, 252-53; John H. Winder File, United
States Military Academy Library, Special Collections Division, West
Point, New York (hereinafter Winder File, USMA).
46. Haskins, First Artillery, 333; Winder File, USMA.
47. Record Group 134, Orders AQ, National Archives; ibid., Record Group
137, Register of Officers at Post, Vera Cruz, 1-4.
48. Winder Papers, SHC M-914; Inventories, Accounts of Sales, Guardian
Accounts, 1847-1857, 394, New Hanover County Records, North Carolina
State Archives; ibid., New Hanover County Court Records, 1852-1854,
vol. 19, 182; Record of Deeds, Book P, 640, Brunswick County Courthouse, Bolivia, North Carolina.
49. William became a second lieutenant in 1848 but did not serve in
Mexico. John was an engineer working on the Croton Aqueduct in New
York, and Sidney was at Columbian College in Washington, D. C. See
Duffy, “Military Administrator,” 41; R.G. 94, Register of Letters, Roll
21, Item 245.
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Equally important, Winder had been investing most of the
profits from the plantation in real estate ventures with his
brother William of Philadelphia. William was a prominent
builder and a shrewd businessman. Perhaps the most lucrative
investment the brothers made was in Washington, D. C. In 1845
they secured a lot on the corner of F and 17th streets. The
Winder Building was finished in 1847, and they rented it to the
government until 1854 when they sold it to the United States for
$200,000 to house the war department. The records do not
reveal the percentage owned by each, but Winder’s must have
been substantial since he had invested over $10,000 in the project.50 Winder was a wealthy man by 1854.51
Winder was at the zenith of his career when he returned to
Florida in 1850 for his fourth tour of duty. He was ordered to
take command of Fort Myers, in the area where the remaining
Seminoles lived. Although the Second Seminole War was declared at an end in 1842, the intervening years resembled a state
of armed truce more than a permanent peace. As whites advanced into the interior, sporadic conflicts occurred and the
Indians attacked a trading post near present-day Wauchula in
July 1849. The army was again dispatched to garrison existing
forts and construct others in order to secure Florida for white
Americans. One of the forts reactivated and renamed was Fort
Myers, and Winder and his wife and stepdaughter reached that
remote Gulf coast post on December 10, 1850.52
At various times from 1850 to 1853, Winder was in command
of all the soldiers in Florida (usually about 300 men), and his
orders included organizing scouting missions and military patrols,
dispatching various units to designated posts, and building roads
and fortifications. They did not include acting as Indian agent,
and he soon found that his offer to serve in this capacity was most
unwelcome.
50. Winder Papers, SHC M-915; Duffy, “Military Administrator,” 36-37.
51. The census of 1850 does not reveal Winder’s wealth, but his stepdaughter, Carrie, for whom he was legal guardian, had assets of $20,000,
manuscript returns of the Seventh Census of the United States, 1850,
Schedule 1, Population, New York City, Ward 1, 214, Roll 534, on
microfilm at the Florida State Archives, Tallahassee.
52. Winder to Jones, December 23, 1850, R.G. 94, Roll 440, Item W-635;
R.G. 94, Register of Letters, Roll 22, Item 131; Louise Frisbie, Peace
River Pioneers (Miami, 1974), 15-16.
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In May 1851, Luther Blake was appointed as special Indian
agent for Florida, replacing Captain John Casey. Blake arrived
in Fort Myers on May 8 and was welcomed by both Winder and
Casey.53 Blake informed Winder that he would be absent for
some months and asked him to serve as agent in his absence.
Winder agreed and asked the adjutant general for instructions.
He reported that Billy Bowlegs and other chiefs were not happy
with the amount of powder and shot the army had authorized
them to buy, and wanted to know “at what age [Indian] boys are
to be entitled to the privilege of purchasing ammunition.“54
Winder’s request for instructions was passed from one official
agency to another until it was referred to the newly-created Department of the Interior. Secretary Alexander H. H. Stuart
bluntly informed Winder that he had no authority to do anything without special orders from Interior, that there was a
Special Department of Indian Affairs for Florida, and that they
would welcome his assistance only if it became necessary.55
Winder did not respond to this rebuke, but he probably was not
dismayed when he learned that Stuart’s subsequent efforts hardly
qualified as a success. Billy Bowlegs and other Seminole leaders
were feted in Washington and other cities by Interior officials in
July 1852 in a vain attempt to induce them to depart for the
western reservations. Less than forty emigrated, and the cost to
the government exceeded $20,000.56
It was fortunate for one of Winder’s men that all Seminoles
had not departed. Drummer boy Theodore Rogers wandered too
far away from the post and became lost in Big Cypress Swamp.
Winder hired several Indians for the search, and it took them
eight days to find Rogers and nine days to restore his health.
Winder paid them $90.00 for their efforts.57
Winder’s troubles in Fort Myers intensified after August 1851.
He reported in March 1852 that no paymaster had been in the
area and that his men had not been paid since the previous

James W. Covington, The Billy Bowlegs War 1855-1858: The Final
Stand of the Seminoles Against the Whites (Chuluota, 1982), 19.
54. Winder to Jones, June 8, 1851, R.G. 94, Roll 456, Item W-255.
55. Ibid., Alexander H. H. Stuart to Winder, June 20, 1851.
56. Covington, Billy Bowlegs, 23; Charlton W. Tebeau, A History of Florida
(Coral Gables, 1972), 169.
57. Winder to W. W. Bliss, February 24, 1852, R.G. 94, Roll 474, Item W-151.
53.
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58

August . Major G. H. Ringold was the paymaster, but he remained in Charleston and employed agents to provide the service.
This caused problems, and Winder and Ringold were soon arguing about the Florida situation. Ringold defended his use of
agents as paymasters and promised to visit Fort Myers if possible,
but pointed out that the trip there “almost always takes a month
59
. . . whether performed by Sea or Land.“
Winder did not want to continue arguing with Ringold, but
notified Assistant Adjutant General W. W. Bliss in March 1852
that the arrangement had not been successful. Ringold’s agent
had attempted to reach Fort Myers in December, but lost the
money when he was attacked by Indians. He concluded: “I hope
some remedy will be applied to correct the evil— it is unjust to the
men to keep them six months without pay— and now it will be
eight months before they can be paid.“60
It was at this time that Brevet Brigadier General Thomas
Childs took command and ordered Winder to construct another
fort on the Peace River. Special Order No. 4, issued at Fort
Brooke, May 5, 1852, stated that since the forts were temporary
and would be abandoned as soon as Indian removal took place,
they should be built as inexpensively as possible. No skilled
mechanics could be hired and soldiers should not receive extra
pay for “constant duty” for a period exceeding ten days without
Childs’s permission.61
It took between fourteen and sixteen days for news to travel
from Tampa to Fort Myers, and Winder notified Childs on May
4 that he would need skilled labor and that extra duty for the
men would be required to complete the structure before the onset
of the rainy season in June. Unaware of the Special Order,
Winder proceeded with twenty-three picked men to build Fort
Winder, about two miles from present-day Fort Ogden. Keeping
the men on constant duty, Winder finished the fort on schedule,
and sent a bill for $96.45 on August 21. The men, he said, were
entitled to the extra pay since the climate and hard work took a
heavy toll on their clothing. He also reported that he had been
58.
59.
60.
61.

Ibid., March 2, 1852, Item W-172.
Ibid., G. H. Ringold to Winder, September 30, 1851.
Ibid., Winder to Bliss, March 2, 1852.
Ibid., Thomas Childs to Samuel Cooper, September 8, 1852, Roll 475,
Item W-438.
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forced to hire skilled carpenters.62 Childs not only refused to
authorize the expenditures, he charged Winder with disobedience
of orders and neglect of duty on September 8, 1852. Childs concluded that “no matter how distinguished an officer’s record is
he must obey his superior’s orders.“63
This was the only serious accusation ever made against
Winder during his long career and he wad outraged. He presented
a thorough defense of his actions and demanded that the charges
be dismissed. He then launched a scathing personal attack against
Childs. Winder charged that when Childs took command he was
“completely ignorant of what was needed or planned” and that
he had preferred charges “simply to get them on my file to my
prejudice.” He concluded that this was only one of many examples of Childs’s personal hostility toward him and enclosed
affidavits from several officers to support his countercharges.
Winder’s case was airtight and Childs dropped the charges.64
This episode was not merely a personality clash between two
martinets, but also illustrates how the sectional tensions dividing
the nation frequently found expression in the army during the
1850s. Childs was too experienced an officer to prefer charges
without a proper investigation, no matter how intensely he disliked Winder.65 He was misled in this instance by northern-born
junior officers in his command, but as an anti-slavery man from
Massachusetts he apparently allowed his passions to obscure his
professional judgment against the former slaveowner from Maryland. The officer who brought Winder’s conduct to Childs’s
attention was Colonel Ira B. Crane, also from Massachusetts.
Crane made his feelings clear as early as June 1848 when he
62.

Ibid., Winder to Cooper, August 21, 1852. The exact location of Fort
Winder cannot be determined (the area is now a subdivision), but it
was approximately one-half mile from the Peace River in De Soto Peace
River Heights. For a map of the Peace River area in 1891 which shows
Fort Winder, see Jay Shrader, Hidden Treasures: The Pebble Phosphates
of the Peace River Valley of South Florida (Bartow, 1891). There is a
description of the probable location in Park De Vane, De Vane’s Early
Florida History, 2 vols. (Sebring, 1979), II, Fort Winder, 162-63;
63. Childs to Cooper, September 2, 1852, R.G. 94, Roll 475, Item W-438.
64. Ibid., Winder to Cooper, November 14, 1852.
65. Childs was Winder’s senior at West Point by seven years and was
breveted lieutenant-colonel in 1841 for distinguished conduct in the
Second Seminole War. He made colonel in 1846 and brevet brigadier
general in 1847 for his actions during the Mexican War. See Cullum,
Biographical Register, I, 117.
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requested that the “First Regiment of Artillery be stationed in
the northern states at the end of the [Mexican] war.“66 Winder’s
dispute with Childs ended with the latter’s death in 1853, but
Crane was one of the first to vilify Winder during the Civil
War.67
This tour of duty was difficult for Winder, but it was far
worse for Caroline and daughter Carrie. In October 1852, his son
Sidney noted that the women were “burned up, as it were, shut
out from all society,” and asked the adjutant general to transfer
his father to a more pleasant command.68
Winder had also decided that two years of Fort Myers were
quite enough, and in January 1853 he requested leave. He was
told that he would have to meet first with the Indian delegation
then returning from their Washington visit before he left the
state. A correspondent for the Florida Mirror reported the outcome of this meeting in April 1853. The reporter shared a stagecoach “with Col. Winder . . . who says the delegation which went
to Washington, left most of their presents at Fort Myers on their
return, and have since declined receiving them, as they have
failed to comply with their promises of emigration. He says also
. . . that there are only 286 Indians remaining in Florida, and
only 86 of these are men and boys able to bear arms.“69
Winder left Florida in May 1853, assumed command of Fort
Moultrie at Charleston, South Carolina, until 1856, and was
assigned to Key West Barracks in October of that year.70 Duty
there was not as arduous as Fort Myers, but it was not entirely
free from danger. Winder reported from Indian Key in September
1857 that “the yellow fever having broken out at Key West of a
very malignant type & every man in my company without exception is subject to the disease, I have deemed it prudent, after
consulting with the medical officer at the post, to remove the
command to this place. We left Key West the 12th inst. and
arrived here on the 14th. I have employed a reliable citizen to
take charge of the barracks at $75 per month and a ration & I
have left the only man of my company not subject to the yellow
66. R.G. 94, Register of Letters, Roll 21, Item C-434.
67. John D. Hayes, ed., Samuel Francis Du Pont: A Selection from His Civil
War Letters, 3 vols. (New York, 1969), II, 289-90.
68. Sidney Winder to C. M. Conrad, October 6, 1852, R.G. 94, Roll 475. Item
W-453.
69. Charleston Courier, April 29, 1853, quoting Fernandina Florida Mirror.
70. R.G. 94, Register of Letters, Roll 26, Item 194.
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fever to assist him. I trust this course will be approved as there
was no time for consultation. So far there are no symptoms of
the fever among the men. My own health is so much impaired
(not from fever) that I find a great difficulty in writing this communication.“71
Winder was dispatched to Fort Dallas (Miami) early in 1858,
but left there in June to assume command in Pensacola. He sent
for his family and moved into his old barracks in mid-June. At
that time, Company G was eighty-nine strong, including the
officers, and they were to garrison the forts protecting Pensacola
Bay.72 The Third Seminole War (1855-1858) was over when
Winder arrived at Pensacola, and garrison duty there was not
demanding, but Winder was in poor health, physically and
mentally. He suffered recurring illnesses during his last two years
in Florida, and he was also emotionally depressed.73 His official
reports became more lackluster with each passing month. 74
Winder’s family was divided in their loyalties as the critical year
1860 commenced. His brothers, William and Charles, became
avid secessionists, as did his sons John and Sidney, but his sister
Charlotte and his son William (an army captain stationed in
California) were pro-Union.75
Winder was still committed to the Union when he took leave
in May 1860. He left Company G under the command of
Lieutenant Adam Slemmer at Pensacola and never saw either
71. Winder to Cooper, September 15, 1857, R.G. 94, Roll 573, Item W-414.
72. Ibid., Winder to Cooper, June 19, 1858, Roll 594, Item W-202.
73. Ibid., October 31, November 29, 1858, Items W-372, W-401; R.G. 94,
Register of Letters, Roll 30, Item 291.
74. See, for example, his March 3, 1859, report correcting an error he had
made the previous month about the death of one of his men. He knew
his men intimately, but reported that John Meanley had died instead
of John Malley. Winder never before made a mistake like this. His
dispatches were uniformly accurate, and this certainly indicates that
his mind was not on his work. Summaries of both letters are found in
R.G. 94, Register of Letters, Roll 31, Items 55, 56.
75. Both William and Charles were arrested in 1861; the latter was immediately released, but William was jailed for over a year. Even
Winder’s eighty-three-year-old mother was arrested in 1863 for prosouthern sympathies, see John A. Marshall, American Bastille (Philadelphia, 1884), 268-70, for the arrest of the brothers, and the Richmond
Examiner, December 2, 1863, for the arrest of Mrs. Winder. His son
William served on Alcatraz Island for most of the war. John was an
engineer at Fort Fisher, North Carolina, and Sidney served with his
father for the duration. Charlotte was married to William Townsend
of New York, Winder Papers, SHC M-195.
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again, but he certainly read about them the following year.
Winder remained in Baltimore, apparently bedridden, for four
months, but he was visiting his son John in New York when
Lincoln was elected. He was with William in Philadelphia in
February 1861 when the Confederate States of America came
into existence. He returned to Baltimore in March, found that he
had been promoted, and accepted a commission as major.76
Winder made no attempt to return to his command as the
situation at Pensacola became critical. He read of Lieutenant
Slemmer’s defiance of Confederate Florida by refusing to yield
Fort Pickens, but did nothing else. There was speculation in the
northern press after war broke out that if Winder had been in
command at Pensacola, he would have surrendered the fort and
the important harbor and navy yard would have served the Confederacy.77 Winder never revealed what his course of action would
have been, but it is doubtful that he would have yielded the
possession without a fight. The orders were to prevent Confederate seizure of the property, and Winder always went by the
book. He knew many people in the state and certainly identified
with the South, but in all probability Fort Pickens would have
remained in Union hands had he been on the scene. His absence
did not change the destiny of Confederate Florida, but had he
been at Pickins and performed in a manner similar to that of his
old friend Major Anderson at Sumter, he would probably have
been promoted to brigadier general and remembered as a distinguished and gallant officer.
That was not Winder’s fate. He remained idle as the months
passed, and even the firing on Fort Sumter, so decisive for so
many Americans, did not induce him to resign. Not until his
adopted state of North Carolina began the process of secession
and the Baltimore riot against the passage of Lincoln volunteers
occurred on April 19 did he make his decision,
Winder submitted his resignation on April 20, 1861. He wrote
that “it is a source of great regret that after nearly forty years of
service, I find it necessary to sever the ties which bind me to the
76.

Winder to Cooper, September 16, 1860, January 31, February 28, March
14, 1861, R.G. 94, Roll 636, Item W-372, Roll 61, Items W-64, W-144,
Roll 62, Item W-185; and Winder to George Davis, November 7, 1860,
Roll 636, Item W-444.
77. New York Times, November 15, 1863.
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Army, but situated as I am, I may find myself arrayed against my
native state, against my children and kindred, this I canot do.“78
Winder’s decision to resign is understandable, but his determination to serve the Confederacy is not. He was a reluctant
rebel at best and had little to gain and everything to lose. He was
an old man of sixty-one and could have ended his military career
with honor and distinction. His conduct had been exemplary and
sufficiently noteworthy to overcome the stigma of his father’s defeat at Bladensburg. By April 1861, the Winder name was no
longer identified with military defeat and disgrace, and he could
have rested content in that knowledge. He chose instead to serve
the Confederacy and there acquired the odious historical image
that lingered long after his death.
Winder was commissioned brigadier general in Richmond on
June 21, 1861, and assigned dual commands which he held for
most of the war. Both were controversial, sensitive, and largely
thankless positions. As commander of the Department of Henrico
he was charged with preserving law and order in the Richmond
area and was designated provost marshal general after martial
law was declared in 1862. The unpopular tasks of arresting Union
sympathizers, issuing passports, suppressing drunken and disorderly behavior, returning deserters and stragglers to their commands, and even imposing wage and price controls to preserve
order in Richmond fell to Winder. The suppression of basic civil
liberties, although necessary to the war effort, resulted in much
criticism of Winder by Richmonders, and his enemies claimed
that he had instituted a “reign of terror.” He held this misprized
command until May 1864.79
In addition, Winder was placed in charge of Federal captives
in the Richmond area in 1861, and his responsibilities in this
area expanded steadily. As his duties increased, the resources to
accomplish his tasks diminished; by 1864 he was in an impossible
position. To relieve the desperate shortage of food in Richmond
the Confederate leadership decided to build new prisons in the
“grainery of Georgia” and to transfer the suffering Union captives there. Winder was ordered to Andersonville in June 1864.
He reported six weeks later that the prison, originally designed
78. Winder to Lorenzo Thomas, April 20, 1861, R.G. 94, Roll 62, Item W-300.
79. Thomas, Confederate Richmond, 81-84, 105-07.
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to contain 10,000 men, then had 29,400 prisoners, 2,650 guards,
and that there was “not a ration at the post.” He repeatedly
urged that new compounds be built and that a better system be
established. 80
Winder was given control over all Confederate prisons in
Georgia and Alabama in July 1864, and was made commissary
general in November. He worked diligently but unsuccessfully
to improve the horrible conditions. Shortly before his death, he
recommended that all Union prisoners be paroled and sent home
since the Confederacy could not live up to the obligations of a
civilized nation.81
His conduct merited and deserved a better legacy, but the war
psychosis of the times indelibly typed him as a villain, the man
who cheated the hangman, the man who should have taken
Wirz’s place at the Old Capitol Prison that dreary day in November of 1865.
80. Futch, Andersonville, 28-29, 80.
81. O.R., Ser. II, vol. VII, 1, 127-29; 1,151; 1,219-21.
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